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1.1 Introduction

The historical development of the universities and of the colleges in Belgium was quite

distinct. The first university in the Low Countries was established in 1425, and universities

have ever since been regarded as a form of higher education. Colleges, however, were at

first an extension of secondary education, and their status as higher education institutions

was recognised only after the Second World War.

Historically, then, the two types of higher education had different missions.

Universities offered - at least in principle - theoretical training based on scientific

research. Courses in colleges rather were vocationally oriented. Notwithstanding the

thorough revision of Flemish higher education law in the 1990s, this difference in mission

was reconfirmed by the legislator.

At the same time, however, tendencies can be discerned that seem to be bringing

the different kinds of higher education closer together. What has been termed the
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‘academic drift’ of colleges and the ‘vocational drift’ of universities are example of this,

and, in fact, even the law is open to more than one interpretation. These developments

have put the binary structure of higher education in Flanders into question.

In Flanders, it is not clear in which direction the higher education system will

develop. Recent developments in other countries are very different (Knudsen et al.,

1999). In the UK and in Australia, for instance, the government abolished the binary

system, but in Austria and Finland it was only recently introduced. These examples of

other countries are relevant for the Flemish case in two respects. First, national contexts

and changing contexts do matter. There is, for example, not such a converging trend

regarding binarism in Europe as there is towards the bachelor-master structure. This

means that understanding the Flemish context is essential for understanding the higher

education system.

Second, one element is common to all the structural reforms mentioned above:

academic drift. Because the government presumed that the universities and the non-

university institutions had become more alike in research capacity, 'academic’ strength,

staff qualifications, etc. and because it wanted to make the higher education sector

(including the universities) more managerial and tuned for the market, the binary structure

was legally abolished in the UK and in Australia (Williams, 1992). The creation of the

Fachhochschulen in Austria and the ammattikorkeakoulu in Finland, which are meant to

have a profile distinct from that of the universities in that they should be more practically

oriented, was intended to prevent the academic drift of the non-university sector (Leitner,

1996; Ahola, 1997).

It remains to be seen, then, whether the universities and colleges in Flanders will

remain ‘different but equal’ (Neave, 1992), or that they will become more equal than

different because, as Meek & O’Neill (1988) put it, “[i]n any institutional hierarchy [within

the higher education sector], those institutions at the bottom of the status structure will

tend to emulate those at the top.”
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In this article, we present the results of a research project financed by the

Flemish Fund for Educational Policy and Practice-oriented Scientific Research (OBPWO

96.01) that shows that a binary divide is still present in Flanders when we look at the

profile of the students. Focusing on the study domain of informatics, we map the current

differences between courses in colleges and universities in function of their contents and

goals, the kind of students they attract, and the career prospects they hold out for the

graduates.

We will first briefly outline the higher education structure in Flanders in order to

put the research questions in context. Then, we discuss the research project itself, the

way it was carried out, and the theoretical assumptions it was based on. The main part of

the article consists of an overview of the principal findings. In conclusion we will come

back to the research questions and assess the implications of our findings for the future

of the binary higher education system in Flanders.

The Binary Higher Education System in Flanders

Since 1 January 1989, Belgium has been a federal state, whichs means - among other

things - that education no longer is a responsibility of the central governmnent. The

responsibility for education and training lies with the governments of the communities. In

other words, Flanders (or to be precise, the government of the Flemish Community) can

pursue an education policy autonomously. The change in state structure thus gave the

Flemish government an opportunity to revise the higher education legislation. As a

consequence, several decrees (i.e. bills passed by the Flemish Parliament) were issued

in 1991 and 1994, that established a new legal framework for higher education in

Flanders.
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The higher education system in Flanders is now a binary system, consisting of 6

universities and 25 colleges (hogescholen). In general, a university course takes four or

five years (one cycle of two years and one of two or three years), leading after the first

cycle to the degree of candidate and after the second cycle to the degree of licentiate.

Colleges can offer basic programmes of one or two cycles. One-cycle education in

colleges takes three years and leads to a 'graduate diploma'. Two-cycle education in

colleges takes four years (2+2) or sometimes five years (2+3) and leads to qualifications

as licentiate, industrial or commercial engineer, architect, or master of arts. The divide

within the colleges is a remnant of the former ternary structure, in which college training

could consist of both ‘short-type courses’ and ‘long-type courses’. Both universities and

colleges can offer advanced courses and continuing education. Only universities can

grant doctoral degrees.

The mission of the different kinds of higher education is described in the higher education

legislation as follows. The decree of 12 June 1991 states that universities offer education

based on scientific research. Furthermore, this ‘academic’ education contributes to the

general development of the students and prepares them for practising science

independently or applying scientific knowledge.

According to the decree of 13 July 1994, the aim of one-cycle college education is

to teach practical vocational skills on the basis of scientifically founded

knowledge. It contributes to the general development of the students and prepares

them to apply science in practice, to reflect independently, and to develop

creativity and vocational skills. The same decree defines two-cycle college

education as ‘of an academic level and therefore based on scientific knowledge’.

Two-cycle education contributes to the general development of the students and is
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aimed especially at the application of science, independent reflection, and the

development of creativity.

These different missions are further specified by the Explanatory Memorandum to

the Decree of June 1991. The memorandum stresses that ‘academic education’ is the

prime mission of the universities, whereas more ‘professionally oriented education’ is at

the core of the colleges’ task.

2 Challenges to the Binary Structure

The binary character of the higher education system at first glance seems clear.

However, there are a number of developments in higher education that blur the difference

between courses in colleges, especially two-cycle courses, and courses in universities. In

fact, even the legislation can be read in a way that stresses the similarity between these

courses.

If we look at the wording of the decrees as outlined above, it becomes clear that

university education and college education on the whole only differ in that the former is

based on scientific research, while the latter is based on scientific knowledge. Although

this can be said to be related to the task of the universities to engage in fundamental

research and the limitation of the colleges’ research task to applied research, it

nevertheless remains a distinction that is open to interpretation. Moreover, regarding two-

cycle college courses the distinction to university courses was legally removed. The

Decree of July 1994 already established the equivalence between the academic training

in applied economics at universities and the commercial science course at colleges. And

if the current revision of the higher education legislation is completed, all two-cycle
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college courses will be referred to as 'academic courses', i.e. the same as university

courses.

The blurring of profiles occurs not only in the legislation. Changed social expectations

also play a role. More and more a neo-conservative, neo-liberal ideology in which utility

and efficiency are highly valued, is pervading our society. The demands of the labour

market are regarded as important and dominant (Brown, et al., 1997). This has trickled

into education. Education has to be useful for the national economy and for the

employment of the members of society. The most important task for a university - apart

from training scientific researchers - then becomes fulfilling the social demand for a

scientifically trained labour force. For this reason, universities are said to be undergoing a

‘vocational drift’, while colleges, in their hope to obtain the same recognition as

universities, would be undergoing an ‘academic drift’. Actually, just as universities and

colleges both appeal to scientific knowledge, both also offer training for certain

professions (universities, for example, train medical practitioners, lawyers, engineers,

etc.) (Verhoeven & Beuselinck, 1996: 4).

That all higher education institutions need to place their graduates on the labour

market points to another element that challenges the difference in mission of these

institutions. According to the filter theory (Arrow, 1973), education becomes increasingly

important for allocating people to different jobs. When an organisation wants to stress the

higher status of its members compared to those of another organisation, it can use the

level of education of its members to legitimise its claim. Thus, retaining a binary structure

in higher education could well be more a way of protecting the status of certain

professions than the result of a profession requiring particular training.

Training Profiles, Vocational Profiles, and Student Profiles
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The developments outlined above lead us to the question of whether the difference in

mission between one-cycle college courses on the one hand, and two-cycle college

courses and university courses on the other, still exists. If two-cycle college education

and university education have grown towards each other, what is the position of one-

cycle college education with reference to this 'academic-level' education? In other words,

is the higher education system in Flanders evolving to a unitary system, or does a new

binary division arise?

This general question cannot be answered directly. Therefore, in the research

project we outline below, the research question was defined more specifically as follows:

In what do the training profiles and the vocational profiles of on the one hand graduates in

one-cycle courses in colleges and on the other hand graduates in academic-level courses

(two-cycle courses in colleges and university courses) differ, and do these different

profiles attract different kinds of student (student profiles)?

The terms used need some explanation. The first element, the training profile, is the

educational concept of the course, i.e. the knowledge, skills, and attitudes students are

taught, and the way in which this teaching takes place. The educational concept further

refers to the goals of the course and thus requires answers to the questions of whether

knowledge is pursued as a goal in itself and whether the course is aimed at knowledge in

depth or knowledge in breadth. In other words, the training profile is defined by those who

organise the course (the government, heads of departments and centres, teaching staff)

and those who take part in it (the students who participate and how they conceive their

education). At the same time, this definition refers to the labour market.

Second, the vocational profile is broadly defined as ‘the future career of

graduates’. Because it is not always possible to speak of a clearly defined profession for

which a course prepares the students (for example, one cannot speak of ‘the’
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informatician), we let the respondents construct their own definition of vocational profile.

That is, we look at the picture respondents have of the professional career of graduates

from a particular course.

Finally, the student profile is viewed from a sociological, psychological and

didactic perspective and focuses on student characteristics such as social background,

gender, former study choice, study career, interests, personality traits, motivation,

previously acquired knowledge, operations and problem solving methods.

The relationship between training and the labour market is not unequivocal. The diploma

is only one factor in obtaining a job. Push factors such as ambition, interests, capacities,

and the self-image, and pull factors like financial rewards, status, and the labour-market

situation all play roles. Given this diffuse relationship, what is treated in the courses will

be knowledge and skills that can be applicable and useful in many professions (Brennan

& Silver, 1988). In Flanders, this situation seems to apply to university courses in

particular, for research in this area shows an increasing disconnection between the

diploma and the profession (Vanderhoeven & Wielemans, 1990; Hoornaert, 1984). The

situation in the colleges could be different. Colleges are legally obliged to co-operate with

representative organisations of employers and employees to define the skills, supporting

knowledge, and attitudes one should teach to prepare students for certain professions.

This means that in colleges the relationship between diploma and labour market is more

a specific, one-to-one relationship. Such courses are strongly influenced in their structure

and content by what professionals are supposed to know and do in their daily practice

(Brennan & Silver, 1988).

Survey of Students in Informatics
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To obtain a clear and detailed picture of the training, vocational, and student profiles in

both academic-level courses and one-cycle courses, a survey was conducted among a

representative sample of students enrolled in five courses within the study domain of

informatics. The study domain of informatics is interesting because it is a young domain

and therefore, one could expect, less prone to old hierarchies and distinctions. The five

courses selected for the project comprised one one-cycle course (three years), one two-

cycle college course (four years), and three university courses. These courses include

both computer science courses, which are more technical and are related to logic,

applied mathematics, systems theory, electrotechnology, and cognitive psychology, and

information systems courses, which have common ground with business and public

administration, business economics, accountancy, law, political science, and sociology.

The target group consisted of all first-year and last-year students in these courses

in any higher education institution in Flanders, with 'first year' being defined as the first

year the students actually have to choose informatics (e.g. students in civil engineering

can specialise in computer science from their third year onwards - in our definition this

would be their first year). A total of 1,510 students filled in a structured questionnaire in

the period November 1997 - January 1998 (see Table I).

[TABLE I]

The deans and heads of department were contacted for permission to distribute

the questionnaires during regular classes and to ask the students to complete them on

the spot. In cases were such permission was not granted, the questionnaires were

circulated via the secretariat or were sent to the home address of the students, which

resulted in lower response rates.



| 12

The structured questionnaire was intended in the first place as a means of

recording the typical perceptions of the students regarding the course profile and the

vocational profile and the differences between the student groups. A number of variables

were also incorporated to test the hypotheses that there would be:

- a difference in student profiles in academic-level courses and one-cycle courses;

- a difference in study-choice motives between students in academic-level courses and

those in one-cycle courses;

- a difference in views of the course and of the future professional career between

students in academic-level courses and those in one-cycle courses and between the first-

year and the last-year students.

The construction of the specific variables and scales will be presented when we discuss

the results for each profile separately.

In what follows, we will first go into some aspects of the sociological and

psychological background of the students. We will then consider their points of view

regarding the course they are enrolled in at the time of the survey. Last, we take a look at

the students' ideas about their future professional careers.

What Precedes: Parents, Training, Motivation, and Personality

To begin with, we must point out that most of the students in our survey are male. Only

14.75% of them are female, even in those courses where the choice for informatics is not

made in the first year of study and where the proportion of the sexes is almost balanced

in that first year. This is the same in all courses and corresponds with the overall student
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figures in these courses. Further background information on the students includes the

occupation and the training level of their parents, the prior education of the students, their

motives for choosing the particular course, and some aspects of their personality.

Meet the Parents

The parents of the majority of the students in both one-cycle and academic-level

courses are white-collar workers. This majority is larger for students in academic-level

courses. In contrast, the share of students in one-cycle courses with parents who are

blue-collar workers is almost double that of students in academic-level courses. The

relationship between the occupation of the parents and the students' participation in

education of academic or non-academic level is significant for the occupation of both the

father (see Table II) and the mother (
2
=28.382, df=3, p=.001).

[TABLE II]

A similar relationship was found between the educational level of the parents and

the level of the courses their children participate in. Again this is significant for both

parents. All percentages that refer to a diploma of higher education are constantly higher

for students in academic-level courses. If we look, for example, at the diploma of the

father (see Table III), we see that only one fifth of the fathers of students in one-cycle

courses has a diploma of an academic level, whereas this is the case for more than one

third for fathers of students in academic-level courses (
2
=65.048, df=6, p=.001).
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[TABLE III]

If we take the figures of Table II and Table III as indications of the financial

capacity of the students, the share of students with low economic capacity is higher in

one-cycle college courses than in academic-level courses. This is confirmed by the

figures with regard to study grants: about one fourth of the former and only one fifth of the

latter receive a study grant (
2
=9.371, df=1, p=.002).

Training Received

The students' prior education refers to both their secondary education career and the

other higher education course they may have taken.

Any secondary education diploma in Flanders in principle allows the student to

enroll in any higher education course. Nevertheless, the former secondary education

career differs between students in academic-level courses and in one-cycle courses.

Academic-level courses in informatics attract for the most part general secondary

education students (92.74%), who have a firm basis in mathematics (48.19% had 8 hours

or more of mathematics a week in the last year of secondary education) but are not so

familiar with informatics (only 7.15% received 4 hours or more of informatics a week in

the fifth year of secondary education). One-cycle courses recruit most of their students

from general (46.34%) and technical secondary education (51.38%) (
2
=263.530, df=4,

p=.001). These students have less education in mathematics (only 8.96% had 8 hours or

more a week) but more in informatics (32.2% had a course in informatics of four hours or

more a week).
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Before entering an informatics course, it is possible that students have already

taken another course in higher education. Our sample illustrates a well-known

phenomenon, i.e. students entering university education, but failing and subsequently

taking a second opportunity to obtain a higher education diploma by going to a college. In

one-cycle courses, the proportion of students following the course as their first course is

lower than for academic-level courses. For 72.84% of the students in one-cycle courses,

their current course was their first attempt in higher education, while in academic-level

courses 86.32% of the students had not followed another higher education course first

(
2
=29.237, df=1, p=.001).

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motives

Apart from whether the choice for informatics is considered a second chance or not, the

students' motivations for choosing this particular course are also relevant for assessing

the student profile. We asked the respondents to answer the following question: 'To which

degree has each of the following motives influenced your choice of study?' The answer

could be 'not at all' (Score 1), 'a little' (2), 'more or less' (3), 'much' (4) and 'very much' (5).

We compared the mean scores of both groups of students on these items.

A number of motives have a mean score of less than two in both groups. These

motives apparently were not important in the study choice process of the students.

Examples are 'little work in the evening', 'friends also choose this course', and 'highly

esteemed occupation'.

More important are the motives that received a mean of at least three from at

least one group. Motives like 'an interesting branch of study' and 'fits my capacities'

played a role in the choice of study of both groups of students. But the importance

attached to the different motives is not always the same, as becomes clear in the
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following table (the motives are presented in order of importance with the highest means

first).

[TABLE IV]

In the one-cycle college course, all the motives perceived as more important are

extrinsic motives i.e. motives that refer to the status and income of the occupation,

labour-market opportunities, and the possibility of combining different goals in life like

family, career, and leisure (p=.0001). In fact, all these motives refer to the possibilities the

diploma offers in the labour market. On the other hand, motives deemed more important

by students in academic-level courses all point at intrinsic motivation, i.e. they refer to the

appeal of the content of the course and the future occupation and to the capacities of the

student.

These findings do not imply that intrinsic motives are not important for students in

one-cycle courses or that academic-level students never point to extrinsic motives. But

they do indicate that when they are mutually compared, students in one-cycle courses

find their motivation to a larger degree outside the course or job itself than do the

students in academic-level courses.

Personality Traits

On the basis of interviews with informatics teachers, we initially drafted a list of 59 items

referring to personality traits of students. We explored the survey data with factor

analysis, i.e. we tried to detect underlying factors in the data that would explain the co-

variance observed in the answers to the 59 items. Using Kaiser's varimax criterion we
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were able to construct seven scales, each measuring a different aspect of the student's

personality. The scales were controlled for internal consistency (α between .735 and 

.832). The spread of the results on these scales was regrouped into three categories:

highest scores, middle scores, and lowest scores. We could in this case distinguish

between three groups of students: the group of academic-level courses was split into a

subgroup of business-based courses (which can be both two-cycle college courses and

university courses) and a subgroup of university courses in informatics. We will further

refer to these subgroups as 'business' and 'pure' respectively. These three groups of

students show marked differences regarding their personality traits, i.e. scored differently

on the seven scales. This indicates that different kinds of courses do attract different

kinds of student. In Table V, we compare their scores on the first scale, 'taking initiative'

(p=.0001).

[TABLE V]

Almost none of the students thinks he or she is bad at taking initiative - the share

of the lowest scores is negligible. Conversely high percentages can be found in the

middle category for the one-cycle and pure informatics students, and in the highest

category for business students. Similar results were found regarding the engagement and

leadership in social, cultural, and youth movements (p=.0001) and regarding the financial

disposition of the students (p=.0285). Also in these cases, business students score higher

than do the other two groups. It is striking that two thirds of all the students indicated that

they are only mildly interested in financial rewards and that the students in pure

informatics clearly care the least for money. However, more than half of this last group

finds it important to be able to combine a family and a job (note again that most of the

respondents are male). 53.12% of them score in the highest interval, while this is 41.02%

for one-cycle students and 40.70% for business students (p=.0078). Concerning team
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orientation, the students in the pure informatics course score low in comparison with the

other groups. Only 38.51% are in the highest score interval, whereas this is 47.02% for

one-cycle students and 52.88% for business students (p=.0026).

Students in one-cycle courses are more practically oriented than the other students (see

table VI) (p=.0001). Nevertheless, the virtual absence of students who claim to be

practically oriented is what is most striking. This comes not so much as a surprise for

academic-level students, but one would expect students enrolled in a more vocation-

preparatory and practical one-cycle course to be more oriented towards practice instead

of theory. Perhaps also surprising is that on the scale 'spending time at the computer'

one-cycle students claim to spend less time and less intense time at the computer in their

spare time, while the academic-level students see themselves more as 'computer freaks'

(p=.0001).

[TABLE VI]

What Is Now: Perception of the Course

We have seen that the profile of the students enrolling in different types of courses varies

according to the type of course. This is especially true for one-cycle courses and the

academic-level courses. Within the latter, a division could be seen between students in

pure informatics and students in business informatics. Now, is a certain type of student

enrolled in a certain type of course because of the profile this course has? In other words,

what - in the students' opinion - are the main characteristics of the course, and for which

professions does the course offer training?
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Before we could answer these two questions, we wanted to find out whether the

students had a good idea of what the content of the course of their choice was like. This

was particularly interesting, because teachers often have the impression that students

choose informatics without having a clear and correct view on what informatics involves.

In the aggregate, the students state that their perception of the course before

they entered it corresponds with the actual course (
2
=2.116, df=1, p=.146). Only about

30% indicates that their perception was wrong. However, when we look at the first-year

students and the last-year students separately (see Table VII), a quite different picture

emerges.

[TABLE VII]

First-year students are convinced that they knew correctly what the course would be like.

Although there is a significant difference between the one-cycle students and the

academic-level students (
2
=14.911, df=1, p=.001), for both groups the percentage is

high (70.32% and 84.89%, respectively). This is far less the case for the last-year

students (
2
=.672, df=1, p=.412). Only 60.66% of the last-year students in one-cycle

courses maintain that their prior views were correct, and this figure drops to 55.42% for

last-year students in academic-level courses. Considering that last-year students are in a

better position to judge the courses, we must conclude that many students base their

decision to enter a particular course on an incorrect perception of that course.

Nevertheless, the students were asked to indicate their views of the jobs their

course prepares them for. Here we again can distinguish between one-cycle, business,

and pure informatics. Out of a list of nine jobs (described in the questionnaire), there are

four jobs for which a statistically significant difference between the groups was found.
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Table VIII gives the percentage of students that agreed with the statement that their

course is a good preparation for that particular occupation (p=.0001).

[TABLE VIII]

Business courses prepare the students well to be a project leader, leading a

group charged with executing an informatics automation project. At least, that is what half

of the students in these courses say. Only one third of the students in pure informatics

share this view, and even less (about one fifth) of the one-cycle students.

If you want to learn to become a programmer (an informatician who develops,

improves and corrects applications), you should study one-cycle informatics. 78.21% of

the students in these courses believes their training makes them suited for this job, while

this figure is 67.78% in pure informatics and only 16.93% in economic informatics.

Analyst-programmer (capable in both programming and systems analysis) is a

job for which business students are apparently ill-equipped, as less than 40% of these

students thinks they are being trained to be one. This is a significant difference from the

two other groups, where this percentage is about 68% (one-cycle) and 65% (pure).

Finally, turning to the job of systems programmer (an experienced programmer

who manages the computer system software), none of the courses seems to provide

adequate preparation. The business students especially have this opinion (only 12%),

which again differs significantly from the 32 to 35% of the other groups.

Of the five jobs that do not show a significant difference between the courses

(systems developer, systems analyst, network manager, database administrator, and

helpdesk assistant), only one is said to receive attention in the courses. About half of the

students in each group claims to have received a preparation for the job of systems
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analyst (someone who analyzes problems and determines automated procedures and

algorithms to solve them).

As the final component to establish a course profile, the last-year students

commented on the specific content of their course. In many respects, the students again

provide diverging views (note that the students were not asked to compare the courses

themselves, they only indicated whether 'no', 'little', 'neither little nor much', 'much' or 'very

much' attention is paid to specific educational content, like for instance C++, CAD/CAM,

or Unix).

The last year students in one-cycle courses point to five content items that

receive much or very much attention in their course programme: C, C++, Cobol, Oracle

and DOS. In business courses, the stress is on Cobol, telecommunications, ISO/OSI

models, and computer architecture. Finally, in pure informatics the students indicate that

C, C++, IPC, telecommunication, compiler development and computer architecture are

important content items in their course.

Regarding the educational content that does not involve informatics, mathematics

and statistics are essential components of all courses. Mathematics scores highest in

pure informatics, while statistics receives most attention in the business informatics

courses. Language, marketing and management are important in business informatics,

but language and economy also receive relatively much attention in the one-cycle

courses.

All this points to the conclusion that the way students experience and perceive their

training course differs depending on the course they have chosen. This was already

becoming apparent in the student profile. The differences between the one-cycle college

courses and the 'academic-level' courses are substantial. The data also hint at similar
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differences between business-oriented informatics courses (both in colleges and in

universities), and the academic, pure informatics courses.

What Comes Later: The Professional Career

To establish the vocational profile, we did not trace the actual professional career of

graduated informaticians. As for the course profile, we focused on the opinion of the

students. We asked them which jobs they think they will get right after graduation, which

five years afterwards, what will be the characteristics of their jobs, and which jobs they

would prefer to have.

The overwhelming majority of all students (more than 90%) is convinced that finding a job

will not be a problem at all. But only about 40% of the students think they have a good

idea of their future professional career. This means we must be careful in interpreting the

results that follow.

According to the students, there is a clear shift in the kind of jobs graduates have

immediately after graduation and five years afterwards (see Table IX). Regarding the jobs

that newly graduated informaticians can have, all the students believe that jobs as

programmer and systems programmer are likely. But the students' perception of the

typical functions to be held five years after graduation varies according to the type of

course they are enrolled in (p=.0001). Students in one-cycle courses believe that

programming is the most likely function graduates of one-cycle courses have after five

years. In other words, they see no progress in their career. Students in pure informatics

consider systems designing, systems programming and project-leading possible jobs.

Project-leading is the most likely job in the opinion of the business students.
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[TABLE IX]

Many students are convinced that they will have a fair amount of responsibility in

their job. Between 55% and 60% in the three groups think about it this way. But one-cycle

students think more that they are employable right away (p=.0164), that their job will be to

carry out the work (p=.0001), and that they will less be able to get ahead (p=.0001) and

obtain higher status (p=.0021). Academic-level students believe more that the diploma is

a start for any rank (p=.0001). Moreover, they are more aware of the importance of

personal traits to do so (although 60% of the one-cycle students are also aware of this).

Moreover, in all respondent groups the importance of personal characteristics is more

acknowledged than the importance of the diploma.

When it comes to the jobs the students would prefer to have after their

graduation, the three groups also differ. Students in one-cycle courses give preference to

programmer, analyst-programmer and network manager. Students in pure informatics

would like to have the job of project leader, analyst-programmer or systems programmer.

Business students have a distinct partiality for the project-leader function, and to a lesser

degree for systems analysis and systems development.

In short, the aspirations of the students in academic-level courses seem to be

higher and they are also more convinced that they are well-prepared and able to reach

their career goals. Both business and pure informatics students prefer the job of project

leader, but they differ when it comes to other occupations. Students in one-cycle courses

think they are most likely to become programmers, and this is also one of the jobs they

would like to have.

Conclusion
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The central question in this article is whether the higher education system in Flanders is

predominantly a unitary or a binary system. This is an important question, given the

Bologna and Sorbonne declarations and hence the possible implementation of a unified

structure for higher education.

In this article, we looked for an answer by considering one particular area of

study, i.e. informatics, and providing a detailed account of the training profile, vocational

profile, and student profile of courses in informatics at colleges and universities. The

survey shows that the students experience and perceive the courses differently. The

courses differ regarding educational content and do not prepare for the same functions

on the labour market. Although many students do not have a clear view of their future

career, they are sure that finding employment will not be a problem. They expect to start

in similar occupations, but academic-level students also expect to gain in responsibility

and move up to leadership functions. One-cycle college students, on the other hand, view

themselves as readily employable but without much opportunity to climb the occupational

hierarchy.

The students' answers to the three questions about the jobs your education

prepares you for, the jobs you are likely to have, and the job you would prefer to have,

are very similar. Given that many last-year students in all the courses indicate that their

initial expectations about the course were not met, this seems to imply that many

students accept their choice once they have made it even though they made it partially on

the wrong assumptions. This corresponds with Bourdieu’s (1993) contention that

schooling influences aspirations and means that other factors than rational choice can

influence the choice of study. And indeed, the different training and vocational profiles

attract another type of student. Regarding socio-economic status, we found that the well-

known dividing line in higher education - not only in Belgium, but also, for instance, in the

UK before 1992 (Egerton & Halsey, 1993) and in Finland (Kivinen & Rinne 1996) - still

exists: colleges and especially one-cycle courses attract a larger share of students from
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financially weaker families and families with a lower educational level and occupation

status. Moreover, while most university students followed general secondary education,

for many students in one-cycle college courses the educational career started in technical

secondary education and involved entering the college course after having tried university

studies. Perhaps this can partly explain why students in one-cycle courses are more

extrinsically motivated and more practice oriented.

There is, in brief, a dividing line between academic-level courses and one-cycle

courses. This dividing line has structural grounds. For centuries the university positioned

itself as an institution for higher learning and received wide acknowledgement for this.

When the much more recent college sector developed, it attracted students from the less

well-off socio-economic layers of the population. The well-off kept enrolling in university.

This situation has persisted, despite all the measures to equalise access to university and

college. The length of the courses might play an important role in this. One-cycle courses

attract the economically weaker because, due to the shorter length of the training, they

can enter the labour market more quickly. The picture of higher-lower is strengthened,

too, because entering a one-cycle college course more often is a second choice, a

second chance of attaining a diploma when university studies were unsuccessful,

although the level of difficulty might not be the real problem. The level of social and

cultural capital is more important in this respect.

The hierarchy between the different courses was acknowledged in a way by the

legislator. The government planned to turn the ternary higher education system into a

binary system by placing one-cycle and two-cycle courses together in amalgamated

colleges. At the same time, however, by bringing them into a similar framework, the

government tried to build bridges between colleges and universities. The expectation of

similarity between courses as a result of vocational drift and academic drift could,

however, not be confirmed by our data. Academic-level courses and one-cycle courses

still have each their own mission and profile. Academic-level courses are less-practice

oriented and allow entrance into a number of occupations; one-cycle courses seem to
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teach the students readily usable skills for strictly defined occupations. The major dividing

line between one-cycle college courses on the one hand, and academic-level courses

(two-cycle college courses and university courses) on the other, has not withered away.
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Abstract

Universities and colleges in Flanders (Belgium) historically were established with a

different mission. But this binary system is under pressure. Tendencies like the

'vocational drift' of universities and the 'academic drift' of colleges seem to bring the two

tiers closer together. The new governmental legislation does not entirely prevent such

developments. Examples in other countries do not point at a general trend towards a

unified structure of higher education. On the basis of a survey of students in informatics

courses in Flanders, we conclude that the profiles of university courses and college

courses in Flanders still are different.
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Table I. Response rate survey informatics

courses year number of
students

number
respondents

response rate (%)

one-cycle first 1253 858 68.48

last 260 202 77.69

two-cycle first 45 28 62.20

last 60 38 63.30

university first 488 249 51.03

last 244 135 55.33

total 2,350 1,510 64.26



Table II. Students in informatics broken down by occupation of the father (%)

blue-collar
worker

white-collar
worker

self-employed never worked N

one-cycle courses 30.53 49.55 19.42 0.50 999

academic-level
courses

17.46 61.65 20.90 0.00 399

N 375 741 277 5 1,398



Table III. Students in informatics broken down by highest diploma of the father (%)

primary secondar
y

1-cycle
college

2-cycle
college

university other N

one-cycle courses 5.05 52.07 20.00 6.80 14.64 1.44 970

academic-level
courses

4.39 32.56 22.37 14.43 21.39 4.87 388

N 66 632 281 122 225 32 1,358



Table IV. Study choice motives in order of importance (Scale 1-5)

considered more important by students in one-
cycle courses

considered more important by students in
academic-level courses

- high employment opportunities (3.41)
- good job opportunities (3.25)
- immediate employability (3.21)
- high demand for informaticians (3.18)
- job security in the future (3.18)
- variation in the job (3.12)

- interesting branch of study (3.97)
- passion for computers (3.38)
- fits my capacities (3.26)
- interesting courses (3.17)
- associated with technology (3.12)



Table V. Students' scores on the scale ‘taking initiative’ (%)

lowest scores middle scores highest scores

one-cycle courses 3.25 60.13 36.61

business informatics 1.56 38.12 60.30

pure informatics 2.92 56.16 40.89

N 44 825 577



Table VI. Students' scores on the scale ‘practical orientation’ (%)

lowest scores middle scores highest scores

one-cycle courses 48.6 51.3 0.10

business informatics 61.21 38.8 0.00

pure informatics 66.76 33.25 0.00

N 766 676 1



Table VII. Perception of the course by first-year students and last-year students (%)

corresponds does not correspond

first year last year total first year last year total

one-cycle courses 70.32 60.66 68.40 29.68 39.34 31.60

academic-level courses 84.89 55.42 75.19 15.11 44.58 24.81

N 739 174 913 277 119 396



Table VIII. Share of students agreeing that their course prepares them for the job (%)

one-cycle courses business informatics pure informatics

project leader 21.99 50.50 32.14

programmer 78.21 16.93 67.78

analyst-programmer 68.01 38.16 64.99

systems programmer 34.84 11.96 32.39



Table IX. Expected occupation after graduation and five years later (%)

one-cycle courses business informatics pure informatics

start after 5 years start after 5 years start after 5 years

programmer

analyst-programmer

systems programmer

network manager

systems developer

project leader

systems analyst

68.92

47.97

24.99

20.1

18.12

10.29

-

69.66

66.77

53.15

-

46.25

42.62

54.97

32.65

35.92

10.97

12.09

32.57

15.31

-

25.99

45.47

31.1

-

57.95

71.53

58.03

63.23

56.1

25.89

26.21

15.36

11.51

-

47.57

61.7

58.16

-

54.87

59.44

59.2


